











For	 the	 past	 couple	 of	 decades,	 the	 pressing	 issue	 of	 increasing	 prison	 populations	 has	
dominated	 criminological	 debate.	 The	 inexorable	 rise,	 starting	 in	 the	 1980s	 in	 most	
industrialised	 countries,	 has	 led	 to	 numerous	 studies	 analysing	 levels	 of	 punitiveness,	 either	
within	one	country	or	by	comparative	study.	As	levels	of	punitiveness	are	mainly	measured	in	
terms	of	their	final	outcome	–	that	is,	the	size	and	composition	of	prison	populations	–	a	lot	of	
contemporary	 research	 related	 to	 prisons	 has	 focussed	 on	 the	 main	 drivers	 of	 prison	
populations	in	a	broader	context	of	social,	economic,	political	and	institutional	structures,	in	an	
attempt	 to	 explain	 the	 quantitative	 expansion	 of	 prison	 populations.	 However,	 and	 more	











what	 they	are	supposed	 to	achieve,	 and	 the	evidence	and	expertise	 they	rely	on	 to	reach	 that	
goal,	have	changed	in	the	current	penal	climate	of	increasing	prison	populations.	Regardless	of	
the	 growing	body	of	 prison	 research	described	 above,	 the	 development	 of	 penal	 policy	 these	
days	 seems	 to	 be	 driven	 by	 other	 levers,	 such	 as	 increasing	 ‘law	 and	 order’	 discourse	which	
claims	 that	 the	 use	 of	 imprisonment	 is	 legitimate	 and	 that	 ‘prison	 works’;	 neo‐liberal	
punitiveness	in	the	implementation	of	imprisonment;	and	a	managerial	focus	on	‘what	works’	in	













we	 thought	 it	was	 time	 to	 reflect	on	 the	aims	and	purposes	of	 contemporary	prison	 research	
and	the	challenges	 it	presents.	The	 focus	of	 this	special	 issue	 is	not	on	 the	 ‘findings’	of	prison	
research	but	more	importantly	on	‘how’	we	do	it	and	‘why’	we	do	it	certain	ways,	including	the	














countries,	 continental	 European	 countries	 and	 Australia	 are	 represented.	 The	 selected	
researchers	 predominantly	 conduct	 qualitative	 research;	 however,	 none	deny	 the	 importance	
and	 impact	 of	 quantitative	 research,	 and	 some	 combine	 both	methods	 in	 their	 approach.	We	
concentrate	on	qualitatively	oriented	research	–	mostly	conducted	‘from	the	inside’	–	primarily	






many	authors	 faced	moments	of	despair,	execrating	 their	 initial	enthusiasm	to	commit	 to	 this	
project.	 We	 are	more	 used	 to	 writing	 about	what	 we	 find	 through	 our	 research	 rather	 than	
about	how	we	do	research	and	why	we	do	it	certain	ways.	Therefore,	we	are	very	grateful	to	the	
authors	 who	 went	 along	 with	 us	 on	 this	 journey,	 and	 we	 are	 equally	 grateful	 to	 the	 peer	
reviewers,	 who	 invested	 of	 their	 own	 precious	 time	 giving	 feedback	 and	 suggestions,	 thus	
making	this	special	issue	even	better.	
	
The	 results	 of	 this	 exercise	 present	 common	 threads	 we	 all	 have	 to	 deal	 with,	 but	 each	





research	 as	 a	 penal	 reform	 tool,	 is	 advocated	 by	 Peter	 Scharff	 Smith	 who	 illustrates	 how,	
through	 his	 projects,	 his	 aim	 is	 to	 use	 research	 to	 analyse,	 challenge	 and	 even	 change	 the	




from	 a	 constructionist	 perspective,	 presenting	 dilemmas	 for	 researchers	 when	 investigating	
different	types	of	 ‘actors’	 in	the	prison	setting	without	 ‘choosing	sides’.	They	plead	for	a	 ‘slow	
science’	that	does	not	stop	at	the	doors	of	academia,	but	includes	putting	penal	practices	on	the	
political	 agenda	 to	 be	 debated	 in	 the	media	 and	with	 politicians	 and	 practitioners.	Bronwyn	
Naylor’s	contribution	focuses	on	the	potential	for	the	practical	application	of	human	rights	for	







The	 aims	 and	purposes	 of	 research	become	even	more	 challenging	 in	particular	 situations	 as	
when	 researching	 First	 Peoples	 in	 Australian	 prisons.	 Developing	 a	 specific	 methodology	 to	
conceptualise	a	decolonising	prison	research	approach	and	contribute	to	First	Peoples	cultural	







is	 beneficial	 for	 both	 academia	 and	 practice,	 without	 compromising	 our	 integrity	 as	 prison	
researchers.	We	hope	 that,	 by	bringing	 together	 a	 spectrum	of	 eminent	 scholars	with	diverse	
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